Icaritin inhibits T cell activation and prolongs skin allograft survival in mice.
Icaritin is a native compound from Epimedium Genus, a traditional Chinese herbal medicine which is effective in treating asthma, autoimmune diseases and viral infections. In the present paper, the immunosuppressive effects of icaritin were found through in vitro and in vivo studies. Icaritin could dose-dependently inhibit murine CD4(+) T cells proliferation stimulated with mitogens or specific antigen ovabumin (OVA). Icaritin at 0.25-25μM could down-regulate T cell activation marker CD25 expression and inhibit IL-2 production. It could also reduce the Th1 cytokine IFN-γ production significantly if the T cells were activated by ConA or anti-CD3; while the inhibition of IL-4 secretion was only seen on anti-CD3 activated T cells treated with low concentrations of icaritin. In vivo study showed that treatment of icaritin at 10mg/kg/day on mice could suppress the immune response with prolonged allograft skin survival. Further study demonstrated that it reduced the alloantigen-induced splenocytes proliferation and Th1/Th2 cytokines. It could also increase NF-AT luciferase activity in Jurkat-NF-AT-luc T cells. The above results suggested that icaritin might be used to treat Th1 dominated immune diseases by interfering T cells activation with mechanism different to CsA.